In this paper, I intend to examine the reasons that led Scotus to criticize and revise the dominant theory. Such an examination can scarcely be restricted to a logico. . .semantical analysis. 3 An adequate understanding of the relationship between a sign and its significate not only necessitates an examination of the question of how this relationship is established, but also a discussion of the question of what exactly the sign and the significate are-what kind of entities they are. Therefore, the following analysis aims at investigating not only the semantic aspects of Scotus's theory of signification, but also its ontological commitments.
CLASSIFICATION OF SIGNS
Scotus discusses the semantic function of words within the framework of a general theory of signs. He states that signs can be classified by regarding either (a) their relation to the significate or (b) the significate itself. 4 signs receive their significative function ad placitum; they are linked to their significate only by a conceptual relation. 5 N evertheless, the relation beween conventional signs and their significate does exist. Scotus emphasizes that everything that does not include a contra.. diction exists, whether it has real or conceptual existence,6 and he claims that a relation (whether real or conceptual) is a peculiar being that cannot be reduced to any other category of being. 7 Scotus's distinction between natural and conventional signs is tra.. ditional. It can be found in many medieval classifications of signs. Natural signs were usually subdivided into non..linguistic natural signs -the groaning of a sick person (natural sign of the sickness) or the barking of a dog (natural sign of its excitement)-and linguis.. (passiones animae) or the "words in the heart" (verba in corde) that are the same for all human beings, regardless of the language they speak. 9 Scotus gives examples only for conventional signs, namely, the gestures of monks living under a vow of silence (non..linguistic con.. ventional signs) and spoken words (linguistic conventional signs). These signs are called conventional, "because they can signify other things as weIl as these things, if it suited the people who impose [the signs]."lO Thus, conventional signs are distinguished by two features: they can have significates other than those they happen to have, and their signification is arbitrarily fixed by the sign..users.
The relation between a conventional sign and its significate is conceptual, for the sign exists qua sign (not qua material thing) only if it is linked to a concept. The spoken word 'human being', for instance, has a significative function only if it is associated with the concept human being; otherwise, it would simply be a noise. The monk's gestures can be labeled a sign only if the monk intends to make some other monk understand something; otherwise, the gestures would simply be a movement of the body.
To whose concept must a conventional sign be related in order to have a significative function: to the concept of the sign. . .user, of the sign. . .receiver, or of both? Scotus distinguishes between a perfect and an imperfect use of a conventional sign, taking the spoken noun as example. If such a noun is used perfectly, both the utterer and the hearer must associate it with a concept. The use is imperfect if the utterer never associates the spoken noun with a concept (as with a well. . .trained parrot repeating words it has heard) or if the utterer actually cannot associate the spoken noun with a concept (as with a Latin speaker who utters a Hebrew word without knowing Hebrew).ll Scotus does not mention the case in which only the utterer, but not the hearer, associates the spoken noun with a concept (as with a Latin speaker talking in Latin to a public that understands only Hebrew). Nor does he discuss the case in which utterer and hearer associate two different concepts with one and the same spoken noun (as with a Gerrnan speaker who utters the word 'gift' and associates the concept poison with it, while an English hearer associates the concept present). Presumably, Scotus also classifies these cases as imperfect uses of conventional signs.
(b) If signs are classified as regards their significate, they can be divided as follows: some signs have their "significate with them" (signatum secum). They are necessarily accompanied by their signi. . . ficate, thus being "true and effective." Some natural signs, Scotus writes, belong to this class. An eclipse, for instance, is such a sign, since it is necessarily accompanied by the interposition of the earth 11. Scotus Reportatio 1A.22.unica (Commissio Scotistica 5:390). Although both the parrot and the Latin speaker uttering a Hebrew word lack a concept, Scotus clearly distinguishes the two cases. The Latin speaker is able to leam Hebrew and, consequently, to associate a concept with the Hebrew word; the parrot never has this ability. between sun and moon.l 2 Other signs lack the co"presence of the significate. When someone utters a proposition, the proposition is not necessarily accompanied by its significate, since a proposition can express something that is not the case, no longer the case, or not yet the case. That is why a proposition can be a "false sign" as weH as a "true sign."13
It is clear from these general distinctions that Scotus classifies spoken words among the conventional signs that are not necessar.. ily accompanied by their significate. This claim raises at least two important questions. are still some difficulties conceming the authenticity of and the relationship between these two works, which I will not discuss here. (The final word remains to be said by the scholars at the Franciscan Institute in St. Bonaventure, who are preparing the critical edition.) My analysis will mostly be based on the first set of questions.
fixes the scope of the entire investigation. (i) Scotus excludes nouns exclusively signifying mental entities or mental acts (e.g., 'concept', 'thought'), because such nouns never have an extramental significate.
(ii) By citing the examples 'human being' and 'animal', which are nouns of first imposition, Scotus seems to leave out of account the nouns of second imposition, Le., the nouns that signify other nouns (e.g., 'substantive').l6 (iii) The examples suggest that Scotus confines the investigation to common nouns (or general terms), disregarding singular terms such as 'Socrates'. This restriction deserves special attention, since common nouns are exactly the nouns on which the controversial debate over universals focuses. The common noun 'animal', for instance, is tl1e noun signifying the genus animal, so that the question "What is the significate of 'animai'?" is closely related to the question "What is the genus animal?" Scotus gives two alternatives for explaining the significate of a spoken common noun: it is either a thing (res) or a species in the soul (species in anima). He defines the species as an "intelligible likeness of intelligible objects that is in the intellect as in a subject, just as a sensible species is a likeness of a sensible thing that is in a sense as in a subject."17 The intelligible species is amental entity-ontologically speaking, a quality of the intellect-which is produced by the intellect on the basis of a sensible species and which functions to represent the understood thing. The relationship between sensible and intelligible species may be explained as follows. When someone sees a 18. This is, of course, a simplified account of the production and interrelation of the species. For a detailed introduction to the epistemological species..theory, which is closely related to optical theory, see A. Mark Smith, "Getting the Big not merely a passing imprint of the thing, but a cognitive image that can exist even when the represented thing is not present.l 9 Being a kind of mental counterpart to the thing, the intelligible species is also called a similitudo. 20 Since the intelligible species is necessary for an act of intellective understanding, one might claim that it is also necessary for an act of signifying, assuming that a person uses the word 'table' significantly (and not just as a noise) if he or she signifies the mental likeness of a table. This assumption is at the core of the discussion, for it raises the question: In what sense is the intelligible species necessary for an act of signifying? Is it only a mediating mental entity between a conventional sign and its significate, or is it the significate itself?
Scotus answers this question by distinguishing two aspects of the intelligible species: its ontological status and its function. He claims that a species can be regarded either insofar as it is an accident affecting the soul, or insofar as it represents a thing. 21 The species considered under the first aspect, Le., under the ontological aspect of its existence as amental accident, is not the significate of a spoken word. Otherwise one would be led to make some odd inferences. First, one would have to admit that every noun signifies an acci.. dent. Even a noun such as 'human being' would signify only an accident, for the intelligible species of a human being is an acci.. dent existing in the intellect. But this claim is evidently false, since 'human being' signifies a substance and not an accident. Second, one would have to grant that every affirmative predicative propo.. sition is false, since by saying 'Human being is an animal' one af.. firms that the significate of the predicate term inheres in the sig.. nificate of the subject term. But the intelligible species of animal considered as amental accident can never inhere in the intelligi.. ble species of human being considered as amental accident; it is impossible to "merge" two mental accidents. Thus, one could never affirm 'Human being is an animal', which is obviously absurd. Third, every existential claim would be true, even such a claim as 'The Antichrist exists', for the intelligible species of Antichrist consid.. ered as amental accident exists independently of the extramental Antichrist. 22 In light of the odd consequences following from the claim that a spoken word signifies the species qua mental accident, Scotus insists that a spoken word signifies the species only if the species is considered under its second aspect, namely in its significa..
But what is the intelligible species qua sign? How is its significative function to be understood? This function, Scotus claims, consists in directing the intellect to something which is not identical with the sign itself. If the intelligible species is taken as a sign, it necessarily directs the intellect to something other than itself, and the same applies to the spoken word. Thus, speaking about signification we have to distinguish two levels of signs. There is a spoken sign (word) that directs the intellect to amental sign (intelligible species) that itself directs the intellect to a thing. The· spoken sign has two significates: (a) the species as its immediate signif1cate; and, (b) the thing as its mediate significate (also called the ultimatum significatum).24 It is important to note that the immediate significate is necessarily a sign;
it must direct the intellect to the mediate, ultimate significate. The distinction of two significates enables Scotus to say that by uttering a word we speak about the thing itself and not merely about our intelligible species of the thing, although it is the intelligible 22. Scotus adduces these examples among others in In Perih. species that is immediately signified. The fact that we signify the thing mediately does not hinder us from signifying it simpliciter. 25 One might object that this is an oversimplified account, for we do not always signify a thing. When a person speaks about his or her cognitive image of human beings, the noun 'human being' signifies his or her intelligible species of human beings and not the human beings as extramental things. Of course, Scotus replies, it is possible to signify a species not only as a sign for a thing, but also as a significate in itself. But such a signification requires a reflexive act, for the first act of understanding and signifying is always directed toward the thing. For instance, in a first, direct act the noun 'human being' signifies human beings, and in a second, reflexive act it signifies the intelligible species of human beings. Scotus stresses, however, that the significative function is always conventionally imposed on a word. So, the users of the word 'human being' could determine that henceforth this word signifies immediately the intelligible species of human beings and no longer extramental human beings. In that case, there would be a primary signification of a species. 26 But this fact does not weaken or refute the general thesis that a spoken word, taken in its ordinary imposition, signifies a species only by means of a reflexive act, because the direct signification of a species can be obtained only on the basis of a new conventional imposition that cancels the ordinary one. And since such an imposition is purely conventional, there is no reason why 'human being' should receive a new imposirion and signify the species of a human being; any word would da as weIl.
However a spoken word signifies a thing. 28 Some scholars have tried to explain this discrepancy by distinguishing an "early theory," according to which the intelligible species is the primary significate and the thing the secondary, mediate significate, from a "later theory," according to which the thing is the primary significate. 29 But is there enough textual support for an explanation of this sort, based on the hypothesis of a change in Scotus's thought? Although Scotus does not use the expressions 'mediate' and 'immediate signi. . . tlcate' in the putatively later works, he clearly distinguishes between the significate strictly speaking (proprie) and the significate by priority (propter prioritatem). He explains this distinction by comparing the relationship between thing, intelligible species, and spoken word with the relationship between a cause and its effects: 30
Let us posit a cause x that has two effects, a and b. The effects are hierarchically structured; a is a proximate effect and b a remote effect. Now one might say that a is the cause of b, since a is between x and b. But that would be a fallacy, for a has only a priority in the hierarchical order of the effects. The proper cause of b is always the cause x. Scotus cites the sun that illumines many parts of a medium as an example,31 but he does not spell out the hierarchical relationship among the effects. We may fill out his argument with the following example: the sun illumines a table in illumining all the particles of air, Le., of the medium between the sun and the 35 There he distinguishes two types of essential order obtaining between a cause and two effects. ordered to some common third which is their mutual cause, it follows that these effects are also essentially ordered to one another."36 So, we may conclude that Scotus applies a metaphysical distinction on a semantic problem by explaining the relationship between a thing (cause), an intelligible species (proximate effect), and a word (remote effect) as the non..causal essential order obtaining between a cause and two hierarchically structured effects.
This explanation makes it clear that Scotus does not completely give up the distinction between an immediate and a mediate, ultimate significate in his so..called later works. It would hardly be adequate to draw a sharp distinction between an "early" and a "late" theory. Nevertheless, there is a certain development in Scotus's works. In his commentaries on De interpretatione, he speaks about two ways of explaining signification. According to the first, the spoken word signifies the intelligible species; according to the second, it signifies the thing. He favors the second, but seems to be undecided and does not completely reject the first)? In his Ordinatio and Lectura, instead, he makes it clear that he opts for the second way. But his choice includes a subtle addition, a kind of concession to the first way. The spoken word, he says, is only tl1e remote effect of the thing. Between the thing and the spoken word there is still the intelligible species, the proximate effect of the thing. Because of its hierarchical priority (propter priontatem) , the species may be called the immediate significate of the spoken word. Yet it is not the significate strictly speaking (proprie).
One might object that it is misleading to claim that the ultimate significate of a spoken word (according to the commentaries on De interpretatione) or the proper cause of a spoken word (according to the Ordinatio and the Lectura) is a thing, if by 'thing' one understands an extramentally existing thing, since we can speak about objects that do not exist any more (e.g., by uttering the proposition 'Caesar is a man') or which do not yet exist (e.g., by uttering 'The Antichrist will come') or which never exist (e.g., by uttering 'Chimera is an animal'). Scotus replies to this objection that "the thing is primarily signified, however, not insofar as it exists (since it is not in this way that it is Before considering the details of this distinction, we should counter the objection that the entire argument is self..contradictory. On the one hand, Scotus claims that the thing and not the intelligible species is signified by a spoken word; on the other hand, he says that the "thing as it is understood" is the significate. Is the "thing as it is un. . . derstood" not the intelligible species, since this species is by definition a cognitive image of the thing, thus representing the thing exactly as it is understood?
This objection overlooks an important point in Scotus's argument. To signify the "thing as it is understood" is not to signify amental entity representing the thing. Scotus holds that signifying presupposes understanding; a spoken word can be imposed to signify something orl1y if the thing has previously been understood. But this is not tantamount to saying that what the spoken word signifies is the understanding of the thing (Le., the mental entity representing the thing). Once the spoken word has received its significative function, it always has the capability to signify the thing, even if no one performs an act of understanding. 40 Thus, 'human being' has the capability to signify human beings even if no one actually thinks about human beings and, consequently, even if no one produces an intelligible species of human beings. It is clear, therefore, that since the "thing as it is understood" is independent of the production of an intelligible species, it ought not to be identified with this species.
The "thing as it is understood," then, is identical neither with the thing as it exists nor with amental species of the thing. What is it? 
THE ONTOLOGY OF SIGNIFICATES
In order to find an answer to this ontological question, we shall turn from the commentaries on De interpretatione to the commentaries on the Sentences and on the Metaphysics, which treat ontological problems extensively. In his Reportata Parisiensia Scotus discusses at length the question of how essence and existence are related to each other-a much contested issue at the University of Paris in the late thirteenth century.42 Referring to the principle that one should not posit a plurality of entities without necessity, he holds that the essence of a thing is not in reality a distinct entity, preceding the existing thing. 43 Two entities are distinct in reality only if they are separable, that is, only if one of them can be without the other. The essence of a thing, however, is not a thing separable from the existing thing itself. 44 N evertheless, there is a distinction between essence and existence, since one can understand the two in distinct ways. Scotus cites the following classical example in order to illustrate this distinction. 45 there is not even a rose in the divine intellect. If then a created intellect exists, it can still have an understanding of a rose, since it can grasp the essence of a rose. Thus, the essence of a rose can be understood distinct from its existence, though in reality it is not separable from the existing rose. Now one could suppose that the distinction between essence and existence is purely conceptual; it is a distinction which the intellect produces by conceiving a thing in different ways. But Scotus rejects the conceptual distinction as weIl as the real distinction. I-Ie claims that, in being grasped by the intellect, the essence is not produced by the intellect. It is rather "in potency before the act of existing."46 Since the essence is (though only potentially) before the existence, and since being.. in..potency does not depend on being grasped or being conceived, the distinction between essence and existence is preconceptual.
So, how is this distinction to be explained? Some modem com.. mentators 47 have argued that here Scotus applies his famous "formal distinction." This intermediary distinction between the real and the conceptual distinction obtains between two rationes 48 of a thing which differ in their definition and can be conceived one without the other, but in reality constitute one thing. 49 For example, God's attributes (omnipotence, omniscience, infinitude, etc.) are formally distinct, since they can be distinctly conceived, but in reality constitute one thing. 50 In the same way, one may argue, essence and existence in creatures are formally distinct, since they are distinctly conceivable, though in reality they constitute one individual thing.
Wolter has challenged this interpretation by referring to a passage in the Quodlibeta, where Scotus holds, "One can say that essence and its existence in creatures are related to each other as quiddity and mode; therefore they are distinct."51 According to this statement (the authenticity of which is questionable, however, since it occurs in an additio rather than in the text itself), there is a modal distinction between essence and existence. Existence adds the proper mode of being to every essence (with the exception of God's). To the essence of a present, living person, for instance, it adds the mode of actual existence, while to the essence of an imaginary person it adds the mode of fictive existence. Since this mode is only added, it is extrinsic to the essence and "quasi. . .accidental."52 Yet existence is not areal accident, because accidents, in a strict sense, are descriptive; they increase the conceivability of the substance in which they inhere. The more accidents we can describe, the better we can conceive the substance. When we examine a table (substance) that is brown, square, hard, etc. (accidents), we can say that the more accidents we are able to describe, the better we understand how the table is. Existence, however, does not increase the conceivability of the essence to which it is added; by grasping the existence of a table we do not gain a better knowledge of how the table is, we just know that it is.
Scotus's ontological discussion of the relationship between essence and existence has a strong impact on his theory of signification. In emphasizing that a spoken word signifies the "thing as it is understood" and not the "thing as it exists," Scotus makes clear that essence and existence are distinctly signified. And what is signified in a distinct way is also understood in a distinct way, since signifying presupposes understanding. 53 So, we may conclude, Scotus resolves the problem of how a spoken word directly signifies the thing by introducing a crucial metaphysical distinction, namely that between essence and existence. Claiming that a spoken word signifies a thing does not amount to saying that it signifies the thing as it exists, as one may spontaneously suggest. This claim only implies that a spoken word directly signifies the essence of the thing, the essence that is distinguishable from the thing's existence. It is important to note that it is by means of a metaphysical distinction that Scotus answers the semantical question of what a spoken word signifies. He needs such a metaphysical distinction because he tries to escape from the following dilemma: either he sticks to the traditional Boethian answer, claiming that a spoken word directly signifies the intelligible species. But then he has to admit that a spoken word merely signitles amental entity so that we can never establish an immediate relationship between language and reality. Or he preserves this immediate relationship and claims that a spoken word signifies the existing thing. But then he can hardly explain how we are able to signify something although the significate does not actually exist (e.g., the dead Caesar) or not really exist (e.g., a chimera). Scotus clearly sees that both ways are unsatisfying and chooses a third one that is based on a metaphysical assumption: we can preserve an immediate relationship between language and reality and the possibility to signify non..existing things if we recognize that a spoken word signifies the essence of a thing, distinct from its existence.
But what is the signified essence? Is it something common, or something individual, or something neither common nor individual? This is obviously a complex metaphysical question that needs to be examined in aseparate study. I just want to give some hints.
Scotus has contlned hirnself in this discussion to common nouns such as 'human being' and 'anima!'. These nouns signify a common essence or common nature (natura communis).54 'Human being' signi. . . fies the nature of every human being, regardless of its existence or non.. existence. However, this human nature is not something additional to or in reality separable from every individual human being. It is always individuated by the "this..ness" (haecceitas) of this or that human being and is therefore signified insofar as it is individuated. 55 When we say 'Caesar is a man', we signify the common nature man insofar as it is individuated by Caesar's haecceitas. The fact that Caesar no longer exists does not hinder us from signifying his individuated common nature which is distinguishable from his existence. In uttering the true proposition 'Caesar is a man' we predicate of Caesar only the essence man, not the essence together with the existence. Such a predication is always true, because the essence is predicated per se of a subject. 56 And there must be a per se predication (also called 'essential predication'57), for according to the ontological order Caesar necessarily belongs to the species man. Thus, Caesar necessarily has the essence man.
But what about essential predications such as 'Human being is an animal' where the terms do not signify an individuated common nature? And what about tautologies such as 'Human being is human being' where no essence is predicated? Are these propositions always true, even when no human being exists?58 Yes, Scotus says. The first proposition simply expresses that the genus animal (the superior) is predicated of the species 59 human being (the inferior). And such a predication is always true, whether genus and species are individuated or not, whether a member of the species human being exists or not, because the genus is always predicable of one of its species. Of course, the genus is only predicable of a species belonging to it; 'Gold is an animal', for example, is false because the species gold does not belang to the genus animal. Thus, true predicability of a genus depends on the ontological classification of genus and species. 60 As for the second proposition, a tautology is merely a particular case of an essential predication. In 'Human being is human being' one predicates the essence human being of the essence human being, and such a self, predication of an essence is always true, whether a human being exists or not. Even 'A chimera is a chimera' (a tautology about a flctive entity) is always true, for in this proposition one predicates the essence of a chimera of the essence of a chimera, regardless of the impossible existence of a chimera. 61 
THE SIGNIFICATION OF ACCIDENTAL TERMS
Since in his commentaries on De interpretatione Scotus limits the discussion to substantival terms, I have been conflning my analysis to these terms. However, his claim that spoken words signify immediately the essence of things also applies to accidental terms, in particular to denominative (or paronymous) accidental terms, as his remarks in the commentary on the Categories make clear. In accor. . . dance with Aristotle,62 he deflnes the denominativa as those (mostly adjectival) terms that receive their denominatio from abstract terms. 63
Thus, 'white'-the standard example in the Middle Ages-has its denomination from 'whiteness'. Derived from the abstract substantive, 'white' differs from 'whiteness' only in grammatical form. But does this mean that the denominative term has the same signiflcation as the term from which it has its denomination? This assumption hardly seems convincing, since 'whiteness' is an abstract accidental term which signifies the quality white in an abstract form, Le., without being in a subject. 64 The denominative term 'white,' on the other hand, is a concrete accidental term which signifles the quality white insofar as it is in a subject. Used in the proposition 'Socrates is white,' for instance, 'white' signifles exactly Socrates' quality of being white and not whiteness in general. This distinction of abstract and concrete accidental terms raises the question: how can the difference between the signiflcates of 'whiteness' and 'white' be explained ontologically?65 Scotus holds that every accidental term, whether abstract or con. . . crete, signifies an essence that is distinct from the essence of the subject. Admittedly, the two essences are not equally perfect, since there can be a subject without accidents but no accident without a subject. 66 Nevertheless, there is an essence of the accident as well as an essence of the subject. One can understand and signify the essence of an accident in two different ways, namely in its own nature (sub ratione propria) or insofar as it is in a subject (inquantum informat subjectum). The first is the abstract mode of signifying which applies to abstract accidental terms; 'whiteness' signifies the essence of whiteness in its own nature, regardless of the inherence or non. . . inherence of this quality in a subject. The second is the concrete mode of signi. . . fying which applies to concrete accidental terms; 'white' signifies the essence of whiteness insofar as it inheres in a subject, for example, in Socrates. Therefore, abstract and concrete accidental terms do not differ in their significate-both signify the quality white-but in their mode of signifying. 67 However, 'whiteness' is only a kind of first. . . level abstract term, for it does not signify the quality white as being completely abstract. Rather, it signifies this quality as being attributable (although not actually attributed) to different kinds of subjects. For instance, it signifies the quality white as it can be in a wall, and as it can be in milk, and as it can be in the face of a human being, etc. Abstracting from these different possible subjects, we can form a second. . . level abstract term, e.g. 'quiddity of whiteness' ('quiditas albedinis' or 'albedineitas') , that signifes the pure quality white without any inclination toward a specific subject. 68 Summarizing these subtle distinctions, we can list three kinds of quality terms and, correspondingly, three ways of signifying a quality: (a) concrete accidental terms (e.g., 'album') signify the essence of by their mode of signifying that the quality is taken in its absoluteness. The appeal to different modes of signifying is obviously due to the so.-called "modistic approach" to semantic theory which Scotus shares with other late thirteenth.-century authors such as Boethius of Dacia and Radulphus Brito. Scotus's modistic background has already been the subject of some thorough studies and will not be further investigated here. 69 The important point in this context, however, is Scotus's appeal to the essence of the accidents. Not only in explaining the signification of substantival terms such as 'human being' and 'animal' but also in delineating the signification of accidental terms he clearly distinguishes between essence and existence. All acciden.-tal terms, he claims-whether they are concrete, abstract, or purely abstract-signify the essence of accidents, but by means of their mode of signifying concrete accidental terms make one understand that the accident inheres in an existing subject. So Scotus is consistent in claiming that a spoken word-whether it is a substantival or an accidental term-never signifies the existent thing, but only the essence of a thing.
CONCLUSIONS
After this overview, we can give a more precise answer to the two questions which resulted from Scotus's classification of signs. The first question, namely how the sign.-user relates a spoken word to its significate, and what exactly the significate is, can be answered as follows: the relationship between a spoken word and its significate is established by conventional imposition and not by a mental representation of the significate. Even if no person performs an act of understanding and representing, the spoken word does not lose its signification. 70 However, in perfectly using a spoken word the utterer and the hearer of the word need an intelligible species that represents a thing. But this species has only a mediating function; it is not the significate itself. The proper, ultimate significate of a spoken word is always the "thing as it is understood," the essence of a thing, whether the thing is a subject or an accident.
The second question ran as follows: what criteria enable the sign.. user to judge whether a sign not accompanied by its significate is a true sign? Since in a strict sense only a proposition and not an isolated noun can be called a true sign,71 this question is tantamount to the following: what criteria enable the utterer of a proposition to judge whether the proposition is true in the absence of the significate?
An exhaustive answer to this question would require an exami.. nation of Scotus's theory of supposition; for in medieval logic, the truth..conditions of a proposition were largely involved with the sup.. position..conditions of its terms. 72 For the present, I will limit my answer to the truth..conditions that deal with the signification of the terms. These conditions have to be formulated separately for two classes of truth: (a) necessary truth; and (b) contingent truth.
If a proposition is an essential predication such as 'Caesar is a man' and 'Human being is an animal' or a tautology such as 'Human being is human being' it is necessarily always true, regardless of the presence or existence of the significate, since the significate of both subject term and predicate term is the "thing as it is understood" (the essence of Caesar, the essence of human being, etc.) and not the "thing as it exists." If a proposition is a contingent predication such as 'This table is brown' or 'Caesar is white' it is true only if the predicate term (a denominative term) signifies a quality with the concrete mode of signifying; that is, if it signifies the quality insofar as it inheres in an existing subject. Thus, 'Caesar is white' is false, not because of the significate of 'white' (every accidental term signifies the essence of an accident, not its existence), but because of its mode of signifying. It is false to signify the whiteness as inhering in an existing subject, for Caesar is not an existing subject. 73 But in what respect is Scotus's theory of signification innovative, as I claimed at the beginning of this paper? The distinction between a mediate and an immediate signitlcate is not unusual among late thirteenth..century authors, and the claim that a spoken word signifies primarily and in a proper sense the thing, not the intelligible species, can also be found in Roger Bacon. Bacon seems, in fact, to be much more radical than Scotus, for he holds that a spoken word signifies the thing as it exists; consequently, he denies that words such as 'Caesar' or 'chimera' have a signification. 74 The innovative character of Scotus's theory is less apparent in his semantical explanation of the relationship between a spoken word and a thing than in his attempt to give a metaphysical (in modem terminology, an ontological) foundation to this relationship. By estab.. lishing the "thing as it is understood"-the essence of a thing (of an accident as well as of a subject)-as the significate of a spoken word, he sets hirnself apart from theorists such as Boethius and his followers, who, in establishing the intelligible species as the primary signif1cate, give up the direct signif1cation of things. But he also separates hirnself from logicians such as Roger Bacon, who, in positing the existing thing as signif1cate, can hardly explain the signification of past, future, or fictive things. Admittedly, Scotus is not the only late thirteenth.. century author who rejects the Baconian approach as well as the Boethian; Radulphus Brito also calls the "thing as it is understood" the immediate significate. 75 But so far as I can see, Scotus gives the most comprehensive answer, based on an elaborate metaphysical doctrine.
So, is Scotus's appeal to the essence of a thing the perfeet solution? Only if one is willing to accept the essence..existence distinction, a distinction that is not unproblematic, as Ockham's harsh critique and the attacks of other fourteenth..century philosophers make plain. 76 In trying to ensure the direct signification of things and the possibility of signifying non..existing things, Scotus invokes a specific kind of entity as significate. 
